Introduction
============

The term "armchair socialist" refers to people who are politically left wing but make pronouncements about politics rather than actively helping the cause. The original term was used in the 19th century German School of Economics, where academic social policy advocates were deprecated as "socialists of the chair" (Kathedersozialisten).[@ref1] The term has evolved from its Germanic roots, especially in the popular media, to now whimsically characterise middle class people who make political pronouncements without engaging in political activism. Current synonyms include "limousine liberal," which is used in the United States, and "chardonnay socialist," "champagne socialist," or "armchair revolutionary," used in the UK and Australia.

The purpose of this research was to test the validity of the "armchair socialist" construct; are self identified left wing political views associated with increased sitting time and decreased physical activity? Given the known health benefits of physical activity[@ref2] and increasing epidemiological evidence for reducing sitting time,[@ref3] we hypothesised that if armchair socialists exist, their health could be compromised.

Methods
=======

The Eurobarometer is a cross national serial survey conducted on behalf of the European Commission. The self report survey is conducted with multistage probability samples of adults (aged ≥18 years) from 32 European countries. More information on the Eurobarometer series can be found at [www.gesis.org/en/eurobarometer/survey-series/standard-special-eb/](http://www.gesis.org/en/eurobarometer/survey-series/standard-special-eb/).

We used data from the Eurobarometer 64.3 survey conducted in 2005.[@ref4] The data are publicly accessible and available for use, except for commercial purposes. The survey included a question on political affiliation as well as questions from the validated International Physical Activity Questionnaire (IPAQ)[@ref5] that assessed both physical activity and sitting time across all domains (work, household, transport, leisure). Informed consent was obtained from all those surveyed.

The question on political leaning asked respondents to rate their political orientation from 1 (far left wing) to 10 (far right wing). Given recent declines in political extremism, we used the far left wing self categorisation of political affiliation (scores of 1 or 2), under the premise that socialists would now self define only at the extreme left of political orientation. To balance the analysis, we also included far right wingers (scores 9 or 10) to examine whether those at the opposite end of the political spectrum are more active and sit less than those at the extreme left. People with scores of 3-8 were described as politically centrist.

The IPAQ provided data on weekly minutes of vigorous intensity activity, moderate intensity activity, and walking, and these scores were summed to estimate total physical activity.[@ref5] The IPAQ also includes a validated single item question on total daily minutes of sitting time.[@ref6]

We calculated descriptive statistics to determine the unadjusted proportions of the participants classified into each political affiliation group overall and by country and education level. We then used linear regression models to model the relation between each outcome and political persuasion. The response variables modelled were physical activity (walking, moderate, vigorous, and total) and sitting time. We controlled for potential confounders by adding country, education level, age group, and sex as fixed effects in the model. Political centrists were used as the reference category. A substantial amount of data was missing; almost all missing data were on self classified political orientation, and we therefore included a "missing" category in the model. Analyses were carried out in SAS v9.3.

Results
=======

We used data from all 32 countries. The mean age of the sample was 46.7 (SD 18.2) years. Of the 29 193 respondents, 1985 (6.8%) reported political affiliation on the extreme left, 17 657 (60.5%) reported centrists views, and 1902 (6.5%) right wing affiliation; data were missing for 7649 (26.2%) respondents. Some countries, such as Italy, Spain, and the former Eastern Germany, showed higher rates of left wing orientation, while the Baltic countries and Turkey showed higher rates of right wing orientation. Among those without tertiary education, 1134 (7.1%) were left wing and 1086 (6.8%) were right wing; rates were similar among the tertiary educated group, with 651 (6.7%) left wing and 629 (6.5%) right wing.

Table 1[](#tbl1){ref-type="table"} shows that people who were left wing reported more vigorous activity each week than centrists (29.6 min, 95% confidence interval 11.5 to 47.7), as did those on the right wing (27.7 min, 9.1 to 46.3). Those with unknown political affiliation were similar to the centrists. Left and right wingers did not differ on moderate minutes of physical activity from centrists or people with unknown political affiliation, but both politically active extremes reported significantly more minutes of walking than people in the centre. For total physical activity, left wingers reported 57.8 minutes a week (95% confidence interval 20.6 to 95.1) and right wingers 62.2 (23.9 to 100.5) minutes more than centrists. Those without reported political affiliation were 40.3 (63.5 to 17.1) minutes less active than those in the centre.

###### 

 Physical activity and sitting time by political affiliation among 29 193 European adults\*

  Outcome, political group   Significance of difference among groups (F, 3df; P value)   Adjusted mean (95% CI) activity (min/week)   Adjusted difference from centrist group   
  -------------------------- ----------------------------------------------------------- -------------------------------------------- ----------------------------------------- ----------
  Vigorous activity          6.07; 0.0004                                                                                                                                       
   Left                                                                                  254.8 (237.5 to 272.1)                       29.6 (11.5 to 47.7)                       0.001
   Right                                                                                 252.9 (235.1 to 270.6)                       27.7 (9.1 to 46.3)                        0.004
   Unknown‡                                                                              224.7 (214.9 to 234.6)                       -0.5(-11.8 to 10.9)                       0.938
   Centre                                                                                225.2 (218.7 to 231.6)                       ---                                       ---
  Moderate activity          1.90; 0.128                                                                                                                                        
   Left                                                                                  320.6 (300.9 to 340.3)                       -1.7 (-22.3 to 18.9)                      0.87
   Right                                                                                 341.1 (320.9 to 361.3)                       18.9 (-2.3 to 40.0)                       0.08
   Unknown‡                                                                              313.9 (302.7 to 325.2)                       -8.3 (-21.22 to 4.6)                      0.209
   Centre                                                                                322.2 (314.9 to 329.6)                       ---                                       ---
  Walking                    9.31; \<0.0001                                                                                                                                     
   Left                                                                                  345.9 (329.1 to 362.7)                       34.8 (17.3 to 52.4)                       \<0.0001
   Right                                                                                 337.0 (319.8 to 354.2)                       25.9 (7.9 to 43.9)                        0.005
   Unknown‡                                                                              303.0 (293.5 to 312.6)                       -8.0 (-19.0 to 2.9)                       0.151
   Centre                                                                                311.1 (304.8 to 317.3)                       ---                                       ---
  Total activity             12.86; \<0.0001                                                                                                                                    
   Left                                                                                  879.6 (844.0 to 915.3)                       57.8 (20.6 to 95.1)                       0.002
   Right                                                                                 884.0 (847.4 to 920.6)                       62.2 (23.9 to 100.5)                      0.001
   Unknown‡                                                                              781.3 (761.3 to 801.7)                       -40.3 (-63.5 to -17.1)                    0.001
   Centre                                                                                821.8 (808.4 to 835.2)                       ---                                       ---
  Sitting time (min/ day)    11.24; \<0.0001                                                                                                                                    
   Left                                                                                  306.7 (298.4 to 315.1)                       -3.98 (-12.7 to 4.7)                      0.371
   Right                                                                                 297.9 (289.3 to 306.5)                       -12.8 (-21.9 to -3.8)                     0.005
   Unknown‡                                                                              295.2 (290.4 to 300.0)                       -15.5 (-21.0 to -7.0)                     0.000
   Centre                                                                                310.7 (307.6 to 313.8)                       ---                                       ---

\*Controlling for country, education level, age group, and sex.

†t test. H~0~: No difference between the adjusted means.

‡Unknown category: political affiliation not known or not stated.

For sitting time, political extremists on the right reported 12.8 (3.8 to 21.9) minutes a day less sitting time than centrists, similar levels to those of unknown political persuasion. People on the left wing did not significantly differ from those in the centre, indicating a lack of evidence that the extreme left sit more, as implied by the term armchair socialist.

Discussion
==========

Our findings refute the existence of an armchair socialist; both left and right wing ideologues were significantly more physically active, and those on the right spent less time sitting than those in the centre even after we had adjusted for age, sex, education, and country. Busy people at both ends of the political spectrum do not seem to have as much time for idleness. The increased time spent walking and doing vigorous physical activities suggests that they might be out agitating in the field, mobilising the community, and actively distributing ideas and propaganda.

The size of the differences in physical activity---around an hour a week more than the centrists---may be health enhancing for people on the left and right. It is those sitting in the middle (politically) that are truly inactive, and may be sitting more (both on the fence and elsewhere), making them a defined at-risk group. People for whom political affiliation was unknown had even lower rates of physical activity, although they reported sitting less than people in the centre, suggesting either that they are the group most at risk from physical inactivity or that they are in denial when responding to surveys, not reporting any political affiliation and reporting low physical activity levels and low sitting.

Implications
------------

Centrists and the politically uncommitted may be at greater risk of non-communicable diseases because of their inertia.[@ref7] [@ref8] This evidence linking political extremism with higher physical activity levels might explain why politics tends to be more extremist in the United States, where politicians "run" for office rather than "standing" for office in the UK. The politically uncommitted and centrists could consider adopting a stronger political stance for their health. This may also reduce their sitting time, particularly if they shift their views to the right.

Limitations
-----------

A limitation of this research is that all data were from a self report survey and are therefore subject to social desirability and recall biases. The associations are also cross sectional and therefore lack any plausible biopolitical explanatory mechanism. The generalisability of our results is constrained by the high percentage of missing data. To explore these relations further, we investigated the heterogeneity of associations between political affiliation, physical activity, and sitting time across countries, and the patterns of association were similar (data not shown). Finally, data on other facets of the armchair socialist concept were lacking---for example, limited information on alcohol in the Eurobarometer survey prevented us from assessing the potential harms of excesses of chardonnay or champagne among socialists (or reactionaries) and we could not assess preferences for limousine travel rather than more active modes of transportation. This precluded testing of the validity of the constructs of chardonnay or limousine socialists. Further research is needed to validate these potential harms associated with socialism, which could potentially offset the health gains that might be achieved through increased physical activity and reduced sitting time.

Conclusion
==========

This study refutes the notion that left leaning armchair socialists sit more and move less. It is the politically centrist majority who are more likely to be physically inactive. So called armchair socialists move more than the centrists, as do their right wing counterparts, who also spend less time sitting. Health gains, through increased physical activity may result from encouraging centrists and the politically uncommitted to consider moving "off the fence" in either political direction.

What is already known
---------------------

-   A substantial proportion of the population is insufficiently active and spends large amounts of time sitting

-   Insufficient physical activity and prolonged sitting time are associated with increased risk of morbidity and mortality related to non-communicable diseases

-   Physical activity and sedentary behaviour have many internal (such as attitudes and motivation) and external (social and environmental) influences

What this paper adds
--------------------

-   People who report extreme left or right political views are more physically active than those who report centrist views

-   The term armchair socialist seems to be a misnomer

Eurobarometer data were provided by the GESIS Social Science Data archive at the Leibniz Institute for the Social Sciences, Germany.
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